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Critical Reﬂections on America’s Green New Deal:
Capital, Labor, and the Dynamics of Contemporary
Social Change
Alexander M. Stoner
Department of Sociology & Anthropology, Northern Michigan University, Marquette, MI, USA
ABSTRACT

The increasing urgency of the current climate crisis has been accompanied by a
growing desire for constructive answers on how to confront the situation
eﬀectively and meaningfully. Yet, the pace of global climate change (GCC)
continues to accelerate more rapidly than societal, institutional, and individual
responses can be formed. The gap between increasingly sophisticated
knowledge of objective biophysical threat, on the one hand, and our ability to
transform society in accordance with this awareness, on the other hand,
highlights the importance of ideology. Ideological barriers have become a
major stumbling block for climate change activists and researchers. Focusing
on the recent U.S. House Resolution for a Green New Deal, this paper
examines how the U.S. political establishment ignores the underlying dynamic
of capital and its drive toward ecological devastation and the hollowing out
of labor. Given the urgent political task posed by GCC, the paper considers
the potential of work time reduction (WTR) as a strategy for overcoming
capitalism. The paper concludes by discussing the importance of critical theory.
ARTICLE HISTORY Received 6 May 2020; Accepted 20 April 2020
KEYWORDS Capitalism; environmentalism; global warming; Green New Deal; socialism

Introduction
The Paris Agreement stands as the most ambitious international eﬀort to
address global climate change (GCC hereafter) to date. At the same time,
however, the pace of GCC continues to accelerate more rapidly than societal,
institutional, and individual responses can be formed. The increasing urgency
of the current climate crisis has been accompanied by a growing desire for
constructive answers about how to confront the situation eﬀectively and
meaningfully. Take, for example, the recent UN Emissions Gap Report
(2019), which examines the nationally determined contributions of the
Paris Agreement and how far countries need to go to keep warming well
below 1.5°C. The Report warns that even the most ambitious pledges fall
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far short of what needs to be done. Confronting climate change eﬀectively
requires international cooperation but, as the UN Report indicates, without
the participation of the U.S. the picture will become much bleaker. As the
world leader of historical emissions, the U.S. is the least likely to act on
GCC, and Americans are among the least concerned with the problem
(Blau 2017; Björnberg et al. 2017).
Paradoxically, throughout the latter half of the 20th century societallyinduced environmental degradation was compounded in relation to our
awareness of these problems. In this paper, I will refer to this paradox
(wherein environmental degradation increases amid the growth of environmental attention and concern) as the environment-society problematic
(Stoner 2014; Stoner and Melathopolous 2015, 22–23). The environmentsociety problematic exposes the importance of ideology, which is of
growing concern, particularly in the context of the U.S. where ideological barriers are a major stumbling block for activists and researchers (Gunderson
2017; Stoner and Melathopolous 2015). In this context climate change activists and researchers generally insist on the urgent need to act in order to confront the problem while many conservatives continue to deny the factuality
anthropogenic climate change, despite mounting evidence to the contrary.
Yet, the current political polarization around GCC in the U.S. may also function to obscure deeper, underlying social dynamics.
This paper discusses climate change denial in the U.S. before turning to
examine the recent House Resolution for a Green New Deal. In doing so, I
consider how the U.S. political establishment ignores the underlying
dynamic of capital and its drive toward ecological devastation and the hollowing out of labor. In the U.S. this dynamic was solidiﬁed in the 20th century
through the post-WWII form of “economic growth” and the subsequent
turn toward neoliberalism. Given the urgent political task posed by GCC, I
examine the potential of work time reduction (WTR) as a strategy for overcoming capitalism. The paper concludes by discussing the importance of critical theory in discerning ideology and the historical potential for constructive
ecological practice.

The Politics of Climate Change in the U.S.: Limiting the Scope
and Range of Possible Solutions
At present, there appear to be eight approaches to confronting GCC: (1) deny
the problem; (2) cut emissions through renewables; (3) bridge fuels; (4) biofuels; (5) cap and trade; (6) ﬁnancial tax and elimination of subsidies for fossil
fuels; (7) geo-engineering; and 8) “Blockadia”—Klein’s (2015) term to
describe various protest eﬀorts to keep fossil fuels in the ground. This
section discusses these options indirectly as they relate to current aspects of
U.S. climate change politics that appear in the political mainstream. No
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attempt at an exhaustive analysis is provided. I begin with a brief discussion of
GCC denial. I then turn to a more extensive consideration of the House Resolution for Green New Deal, submitted by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez 7 February 2019—a document which explicitly stated or at least implied most of
the remaining options above.
GCC Denial in the U.S.
One option when confronted with GCC is to deny the problem. Research
suggests that the phenomenon of climate denial may be speciﬁc to settlercolonial states, and the U.S. in particular (Whyte 2018). In fact, GCC denial
is more prevalent in the U.S. than any other country. According to Judith
Blau (2017, 45), this is because “what binds Americans together (as exceptionalisms) are the very values that pull us apart (individualism).” The domination
of nature, bolstered by the idea of “manifest destiny,” is inextricably bound to
the pattern of progress in the U.S. (Cronon 1991). Indeed, the domination of
nature has a long history in the U.S., where putting “nature” to work for
“society” has a direct lineage to the plantation system (Moore 2015). The
American character structure is an analogue to key events in the nation’s
past, such as the slaughter of Native Americans, the annexation of Texas
and slavery (Langman and Lundskow 2016). Scholars have also noted the
congruence between the modern personality and the market logic of advanced
capitalism, identifying two values that are crucial for ﬁtting the self into the
market: consumerism and possessive individualism (Brulle 2000, 41).
Others have stressed U.S.’s emphasis on individual rights, as opposed to collective rights (Blau 2017; Jauß 2001). While the instrumental view of nature
was challenged by the U.S. environmental movement, “growthism” soon
gained a renewed vigor with the onset of neoliberalism and the roll back of
various forms of regulation. Dunlap and McCright (2015) attribute the resurgence of growthism to organized climate change denial—composed primarily
of a coalition between fossil fuel industries, conservative think tanks and politicians, and contrarian scientists.
Environmental researchers and activists tend to assume that increased
knowledge of the risks posed by climate change is directly related to society’s
ability to respond to related problems eﬀectively and meaningfully (Stoner
2014). Yet cognitive scientists and communications researchers have shown
that simply providing more information is not an eﬀective way to counter
GCC denial (Kahan 2017; Sterman 2011). Climate change beliefs are
shaped by social groups which also play a crucial role in identity formation.
When an individual is confronted with scientiﬁc evidence that they perceive
as an attack on their group’s values, they are more likely to interpret this information as an assault on their identity and therefore more likely to become
defensive (Kahan 2017). Perhaps because of this, many Republicans
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categorically refuse environmental regulation, which they perceive as a topdown “socialist” strategy where big government dictates every aspect of
society while providing for the undeserving. Progressive policy proposals to
address GCC are often dismissed in much the same way.1 Yet not all Republicans deny climate change (see, e.g. Alexander’s [2008] proposal for a New
Manhattan Project for Clean Energy).

The Green New Deal
Aside from denial, the more rational options available to confront GCC (e.g.
cutting emissions through renewables, ﬁnancial tax and/or getting rid of subsidies for fossil fuel companies) were explicitly stated or implied in the House
Resolution for Green New Deal (GND hereafter), submitted by Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez 7 February 2019.2 The GND illustrates the entry of climate
change politics into the U.S. political mainstream and represents the most
comprehensive attempt to confront related issues within this domain to
date. The House Resolution seized upon the urgency of the twin economic
and ecological crisis. Its action plan emphasized the importance of incorporating both indigenous peoples and deindustrialized communities. Of concern
for the purpose of this paper is the twin crisis of labor and the environment,
which I shall return to elaborate on below. Although the measure died in the
Senate the following month, its issues promise to live on, and therefore
warrant further examination.
The GND had three main goals: (1) achieve net-zero emissions through a
fair and just transition for communities and workers; (2) create jobs; (3) invest
in sustainable infrastructure and industry. Its action plan included public
investment for the public good, including public banks and other public
ﬁnancing. The language of the GND harkens back to the 1930s moment,
albeit with a 21st century ecological imperative, implying that a return to
the 1930s moment, or at least the approach to social problems that prevailed
during this time, is desirable and possible. But is this the case?
The 1930s New Deal administration put an end to the U.S. tradition of
federal minimalism, and its policies were necessary to save the U.S. from
the destructive eﬀects of ﬁnance capitalism (Dahms 2000). The changing
1

For example, responding to a comment made by Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez regarding the impact of U.S.
meat production on climate change, right-winger Sebastian Gorka dismissed the GND proposal as a Stalinist program that, among other things, eﬀectively denies Americans’ their right to eat hamburgers.
2
The idea of a Green New Deal is not entirely new. Thomas Friedman advanced the idea in a New York
Times op-ed on 19 January 2007. The following year, as President Barack Obama entered oﬃce amid
the worst ﬁnancial crisis since 1929, he oﬀered a GND aimed at extensive public works programs in
an attempt to jump-start the failing economy. Then, in 2009, the United Nations called for a global
GND, urging governments to direct stimulus eﬀorts toward renewable energy projects (for a pointed
criticism see Harris 2016, 130–142). These previous eﬀorts were primarily technocratic, whereas the
House Resolution submitted by Ocasio-Cortez was inspired by the climate justice movement, particularly
the demand to incorporate labor and indigenous communities.
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relations between large investment banks and the federal government in turn,
enabled the reconﬁguration of business-labor-government relations that took
hold following WWII. The post-WWII conﬁguration of business-labor-government relations facilitated the economic boom associated with capitalism’s
so-called “golden age”—a “productivist” approach to development later criticized by U.S. environmentalists.
With the development of Keynesian state planning and economic coordination, the U.S. was able to overcome the decline in industrial output that
beset the 1930s. The shift toward Keynesianism allowed capital to institutionalize a variety of productivity deals that linked increasing wages and proﬁts
to increasing productivity. Technological change geared toward steady productivity growth was fostered by collective bargaining and industrial union
contracts as well as tax and investment policies of the state. Workers’ struggles
for less work and more pay could be funded with increased investment and
increasing productivity. What appeared to be a potentially destabilizing political atmosphere soon turned into a corporate endorsement of Keynesianism
and conservative power realignment, as labor’s support of the New Deal
administration’s social democratic aﬃnities gradually inverted from 1945 to
1980 (Stoner and Melathopolous 2015).
The tremendous advancements in productivity and related forms of accumulated knowledge that fueled the post-WWII approach to economic development in the U.S. accelerated environmental degradation and facilitated the
growth of contemporary environmentalism. New environmental needs and
desires emerged based on the growing recognition that a productivist industrial society is not adequate to the well-being of the natural environment. As
the post-WWII form of “economic growth” expanded, environmental critics
questioned its necessity. The targets of environmental discontents during the
1960s—namely, technology and aﬄuence counter-positioned against ﬁnitude
(e.g. “limits to growth”)—reﬂected this problematic. However, much like the
labor unrest of the 1930s, the social crisis of the 1960s, including the crisis
associated with the rise of contemporary environmentalism, was readily
stabilized. By 1970 environmentalist concerns in the U.S. had become integrated into the system it sought to oppose (Stoner and Melathopolous
2015). Environmental discontents merged with the administrative state or
became managed via class action lawsuits; social order was maintained
while the underlying destructive processes continued.
As the end of the 20th century unfolded, the integration of environmentalism paralleled the shift toward neoliberal capitalism—illustrated, for
example, by the shift away from previous criticisms of “limits to growth,”
which prevailed during the peak of monopoly capitalism, and toward a
form of market environmentalism, according to which market mechanisms
provide the best means of protecting the environment. The premise of
market environmentalism—the autonomous eco-consumer—perniciously
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reﬂects competitive, individualistic value systems, i.e. the absence of social
solidarity.
At present, it is not clear how the social norms of cooperation and solidarity necessary for eﬀective international GCC mitigation strategies might
emerge as an eﬀective counterweight to the cutthroat individualism characteristic of U.S. capitalism. While those on the Right may suﬀer from “structural
amnesia,”3 without seriously confronting the underlying dynamics driving
social change, some environmental advocates, including supporters of the
GND, risk downplaying the transformations of capitalism, especially the
impact these changes had on culture, politics, and identity formation.4 Such
historical distortions problematically preclude insight into the limitations
and possibilities of related contemporary initiatives.
One must bear in mind that the U.S. House Resolution may not reﬂect the
politics or ideologies behind it. It is also important to consider how the GND is
mediated by politics itself. While such a consideration is beyond the scope of
this paper, it is likely that the House Resolution is authored through compromise and strategic thinking rather than a straightforward expression of what
proponents at the grassroots want. The GND, as an ideological expression,
reﬂects this compromise. Within the wider historical context of the GND,
grassroots politics has arguably pulled the federal-level conversation to the left.5

Capital, Labor, and Social Change
The GND incorporated labor to a signiﬁcant extent. Aiming to achieve netzero greenhouse gas emissions within 10 years, the proposal sought a “fair
and just transition for communities and workers” (Ocasio-Cortez and
Markey 2019, 5) through high-quality union jobs in order to guarantee
“wage and beneﬁt parity for workers aﬀected by the transition to a clean
economy” (12). Priority was given to “high quality job creation in vulnerable
and deindustrialized communities that may otherwise struggle with the transition away from greenhouse gas intensive industries” (11). Yet no serious
attention was paid to the dynamics of social change and the current transformations of work in the U.S. and elsewhere.
3

In her ethnographic analysis of the re-emergence of the American right, Hochschild (2016, 51) draws
insight from Evans-Prichart’s concept of “structural amnesia” to describe the selective memory of a disabled retired petro-chemical worker in Louisiana, resulting in a peculiar understanding of the sources of
social power and domination at work in “Cancer alley.” Here I suggest that the American left also suﬀers
from “structural amnesia” by drawing inspiration from certain aspects of the 1930s while downplaying
how social power and domination have been reconstituted in more pernicious ways.
4
While some GND supporters oppose market-based and technological strategies, the more decisive
problem is how the form of economic growth in advanced capitalist societies patterns both control
of technology and the direction of social change.
5
The DSA struggles and political strategies for a radical GND are signiﬁcant in this regard. Consider, also,
the erasure of the Green Party’s GND proposal, which is earlier and substantively diﬀerent from the
House Resolution.
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Implicitly, the GND’s emphasis on workers’ rights levels the view of labor.
But the golden age of unions has long gone.6 Since the early 1970s the strength
and role of unions has faded dramatically due to anti-union forces in business
and government but also because of changes in the structure of the economy,
employment, and the workplace.7 Although the working class may stand to
beneﬁt materially from a GND, and while pro-union laws may facilitate
action toward this end, the contemporary twofold crisis of labor and
ecology is rooted in the sphere of capitalist production; not between production and distribution. A more rational approach to environment-society
relations requires overcoming the capital-wage labor relation founded on
the continued separation of labor from its “conditions” of production
(Marx 1981 [1894], 366; cf. Pianta 1989).
Human labor is the practical activity that forms the basic mediation
between humans and the natural world. In the process of meeting a given
end through laboring activity, humans transform both the natural environment and themselves. However, in capitalist society, labor is alienated
(from self, nature, others, and consciousness) in such a way that inhibits
people from consciously recognizing that this is indeed the case (Marx
1988 [1844]; Stoner 2014). The historical context of modern capitalist
society is constituted by alienated social relations. In this context, rather
than self-consciously transforming the socio-ecological world, people are
dominated and controlled by the history they nonetheless create. Marx gave
prominence to this form of abstract, impersonal social domination because
he saw it as the distinguishing feature of modern capitalist society (see
Marx 1973 [1857/1958]).8
Here, Marx was correct (see e.g. Marx 1973 [1857/1958], 704–706). The
structure of modern capitalist society, according to Marx, is determined by
the drive to produce surplus value and capitalize on labor (measured in
socially necessary labor time). For Marx, commodity-determined labor is
characterized by a historically-speciﬁc double character in the form of abstract
value-creating labor and concrete useful labor. The double-character of labor
constitutes a form of abstract domination, which structures the two dimensions of the value-form of the commodity (e.g. use-value/exchange-value,
concrete labor/abstract labor, wealth/value etc.) that characterize the social
forms in capitalism. In fully developed capitalism, once the working day
has been limited, relative surplus value is eﬀected by increasing productivity
6

Union density peaked from 1947 to 1972, with 35 percent of the working class unionized.
At the same time, the GND does not mention labor unions’ checkered past regarding interracial solidarity.
Nor is there any discussion of labor unions’ historic diﬃculty incorporating other groups. Addressing
these issues would require confronting labor unions’ narrow strategy and ideology (aimed toward
obtaining more of that which capitalism produces), including the persistent inability and/or unwillingness to oﬀer an alternative political vision.
8
This form of abstract domination is structured by a historically speciﬁc form of labor (what the early Marx
called “alienation,” which he later speciﬁed at various levels of social mediation).
7
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(so as to yield a larger output per hour worked). As a primary means through
which capitalists attempt to increase proﬁt, however, this strategy produces
value indirectly and is eﬀective only temporarily (Marx 1976 [1867], 530).
Because the reference point for socially necessary labor time is society as a
whole, once a given level of productivity becomes generalized, it becomes
the basis against which a new socially-necessary labor hour is measured, eﬀectively redeﬁning the basis against which further increases in productivity must
be eﬀected (Postone 1993, 302). The production of value is enacted by way of
this particular “treadmill eﬀect,” which highlights the speciﬁc temporality and
directional dynamic of capital (Postone 1993). The temporality of capital can,
in this sense, be deﬁned as the necessity to produce as many commodities as
possible as rapidly as possible. Such “capital time” is antithetical to ecology
because it necessarily accelerates more rapidly than the Earth’s biocapacity
(to reproduce resources used and to absorb our waste). Even though the retention of direct human labor in the production process becomes increasingly
anachronistic in the face of the immense wealth-producing potential of industry, human labor—as that which underlies the value form—remains necessary. In other words, the production of (surplus) value renders people, not
wage labor, superﬂuous (Marx 1973 [1857/1958], 705).
The global crisis of labor today is apparent in the trend toward automation
(the obsolescence of waged work) and in the shift to the working class in the
global South (the outsourcing of manufacturing jobs).9 Both trends express
the overall superﬂuity of labor, albeit in diﬀerent ways. The disappearance
of jobs in the manufacturing sector within OECD countries results, to a
large degree, from automation, that is, technology displacing workers. The
loss of manufacturing jobs in the U.S. is not simply due to outsourcing;
rather, as Arzuaga (2018, 14) points out, manufacturing requires an everdecreasing quantity of direct human labor. Workers whose labor-power
remains unsold are rendered superﬂuous. With the shift to the working
class in the global South, the overall superﬂuity of labor is expressed in the
form of a surplus population. According to Arzuaga (2018, 14–15), the
rapid urbanization that accompanies proletarianization in many developing
countries “is not due to the availability of work but to desperation”
(Arzuaga 2018, 14), as the proliferation of slums transforms the city into a
dumping ground for a surplus population.
The dynamics of class struggle and working-class resistance are central to
the valorization of capital. However, working class resistance is not unilinear,
and the outcome of workers’ struggles can be quite diﬀerent from what was
intended. The GND’s emphasis on labor and other vulnerable populations
9

Absolute and relative surplus value can and do exist simultaneously, as Marx was aware. Marx also
emphasized the historical linkage between these two forms of value (see, e.g. Marx 1981 [1894],
364–365).
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is commendable. Yet, by focusing solely on the potential beneﬁts accrued to
labor and other oppressed social groups, the GND risks bracketing the underlying dynamic of capital driven toward ecological devastation and the hollowing out of labor. Although green markets and renewable energy may
counteract the tendency toward the obsolescence of waged work in the
short-term (e.g. by taking up a portion of the reserve labor pool), this strategy
appears increasingly anachronistic as a “solution” to the problem of GCC.
The current failure to recognize and confront social reality has facilitated a
deepening planetary climate crisis, as prevailing strategies to confront the
problem appear destined to fail. The contradiction at the heart of capitalist
production—between the actuality of the form of production constituted by
value and its potential—grounds the possibility of a new form of production
(Postone 1993). The realization of this potential would entail the abolition of
value and its form of commodity-producing labor, so that labor time would
no longer serve as the sole measure of wealth (Postone 1993).
Work Time Reduction as Constructive Ecological Practice?
Central to the overcoming of capitalism is the liberation from heteronomous work, as mentioned above. Recent proposals for work time reduction
(WTR) that aim to radically reduce paid labor-time may provide a step in
this direction. WTR strategies can take several forms, from limiting the
number of hours worked per week to maternity and paternity leave (Pullinger 2014; see also Gunderson 2019). In Sweden WTR policies have
gained considerable traction. The country’s reduced work week has been
shown to improve the physical and mental health of workers within the
medical profession (Gyllensten, Andersson, and Muller 2017). In addition
to the social and economic beneﬁts of WTR (see Gunderson 2019),
researchers ﬁnd that hours worked are positively related to ecological footprint (see e.g. Hayden and Shandra 2009; Knight, Rosa, and Schor 2013;
Pullinger 2014).
Although WTR strategies that serve merely to redistribute work fall short
of confronting the problem of capitalism, the radical reduction of paid labortime oﬀers the possibility of emancipation from the domination of socially
necessary labor time, thereby creating the potential for constructive ecological
practices. Perhaps most promising in this regard is the possibility of expanding the realm of freedom through increased leisure time. Freedom from the
domination of labor time creates the potential for more creativity, quality
social relationships, human ﬂourishing, and engagement with the natural
environment. With increased time availability, the means to develop the critique of capitalism could be enhanced further and diﬀused through sustained
education. For this to occur the nature of public education in the U.S. must
shift away from the prevailing market logic of competition to encompass a
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sustained resocialization eﬀort that prioritizes community and rational socioecological relations. However, without a sustained collective confrontation
with the logic of capitalist production, WTR strategies provide, at best, temporary “solutions” to the twin crisis of labor and environment.
The success of WTR requires collective action and pressure from labor. As
Gunderson (2019, 41) notes, WTR and economic democracy are inconceivable without strong union membership and organization. As discussed above,
the practical and ideological conﬁguration of business-labor-government
relations in the U.S. following WWII facilitated a period of continuous economic growth, which was accompanied by the acceleration of environmental
degradation and a decline of labor’s political power. Although WTR was a historical goal of organized labor, capital preferred labor’s desire for material
consumption (Gunderson 2019). The working class had become integrated
into the social order of capitalism by the mid-20th century. High levels of productivity and the widespread availability of consumer goods gave the appearance of mass democracy, which paralyzes the ability to imagine in concrete
terms that the world might be diﬀerent (Adorno 2003). The problem of ideology remains a signiﬁcant barrier to more constructive ecological practices.
Indeed, for most individuals in advanced capitalist societies, an alternative,
non-alienated set of socio-ecological relations is beyond imagination, as our
notions of who we are and how we function are so completely tied to the capitalist production of value.

The Importance of Critical Theory
The acceleration of societally-induced ecological degradation, the domination
of human and non-human natures and, indeed, history itself are driven by an
insidious logic, which no one controls, and to which all are subject. The
impacts of GCC are distributed unevenly, in much the same way particular
individuals and elite social groups beneﬁt disproportionately from how the
capitalist system works. However, such unevenness does not explain the
“inner logic” of capital. Similarly, scientiﬁc research measures the severity
of societally-induced environmental degradation, indicating the increased
visibility of such destruction. But increased visibility does not necessary correspond with a greater ability to understand our contemporary ecological predicament, let alone directly pursue action that might move toward
ameliorating societally-induced ecological deterioration. Indeed, throughout
the latter half of the 20th century societally-induced environmental degradation was compounded in relation to our awareness of these problems.
While social scientists have explained these paradoxes in diﬀerent ways,
little to no attention has been directed toward how the irreconcilability of
environment and society is central to the stability of modern societies (cf.
Dahms 2012).
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From the perspective of critical theory, the dynamics of alienation and
reiﬁcation are processes constituted by the capitalist mode of production,
which in turn mediate the linkage between human-ecological transformation
and the social conception and understanding of the natural environment.10
This insight is rooted in Marx’s critique of political economy—an endeavor
furthered by the ﬁrst generation of scholars associated with the so-called
“Frankfurt School” in Frankfurt, Germany.11 Within the framework of critical
theory, social mediation is also a theory of praxis whereby actors (à la alienation) create structures through social practice that in turn dominate them
while processes of reiﬁcation (à la alienation as “second nature”) simultaneously rewrite reality so as to inhibit these very same humans from “consciously” recognizing that this is indeed the case.12 This structure implies that
actors are both producer and product of the alienated social relations that
dominate them. Such an understanding is necessary, for only thanks to it
can the domination of biophysical nature as well as our inner human
nature be elucidated as co-determined by the same socio-historical process
which, in turn, requires scrutinizing such domination in a radical, immanent
manner. Failure to critically recognize these mediations has practical implications in instances when compounded levels of alienation provide the
basis for theoretical generalizations that inform research-based social policies—policy implementation that is itself part and parcel of the problems it
seeks to address. Wide-range environmental policy in the U.S., for example,
is eﬀectively ruled out in part because “liberal” democracy cannot currently
actualize what it claims to provide, i.e. political pluralism.
Critique is made possible by the very same social conditions it critically
reﬂects on and seeks to move beyond. Critical theory proceeds from the
premise that environmental approaches that fail to reﬂect upon their own
socio-historical embeddedness perpetuate de facto certain features of
modern capitalist societies that are inconsistent with the normative goals of
their analysis. How, then, are we to grasp the possibility of a less destructive,
more rational relation between society and nature without assuming the
Archimedean standpoint outside of history? Critical theory meets this challenge by providing a critical and reﬂexive account of (1) its socio-historical
conditions of possibility and (2) the immanent possibility of the fundamental
10

For Marx, the objective world of capital is constituted by alienated social relationships. The relationship
between human labor, knowledge, and nature is mediated by such alienation (Marx 1988 [1844]).
According to Marx, our knowledge of the past is situated within the present, which does have a
logical historical development insofar as the present is shaped by the logic of capital. This logic also
creates the possibility of critical reﬂection on the present as such, which must be considered in our dealings with the past.
11
For an elaboration of critical theory, as interpreted here, see Horkheimer’s (1972 [1937] programmatic
essay.
12
See Postone (1993, 158–159) for a discussion of alienation as self-generated domination. For a discussion
of reiﬁcation in terms of alienation as “second nature,” see Dahms (2011).
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transformation of capitalist society (i.e. the notion that social context itself is
generative of its own supersession) (Melathopolous and Stoner 2015). The
socio-historical conditions that make critique possible are constituted socially
by the dynamic and contradictory nature of capital, which, paradoxically,
points beyond capitalist society (Postone 1993). For example, the environmentalist ideal of “having enough,” as opposed to “having more,” is a real
possibility generated by the enormous wealth-producing capacity of industrial
capital. But capitalism, as a system of social organization premised on endless
growth and accumulation, simultaneously undermines the possibility that
such an ideal will become actual. The contradiction between immanence
and transcendence is what normatively compels and analytically enables critical theory to develop tools capable of elucidating the problematic features of
modern capitalist society and the related consequences that result from how
our lives are created (Strydom 2011).
Critical theory plays an important role by highlighting the urgency of our
current ecological predicament and the desire for constructive answers about
how to confront the situation eﬀectively and meaningfully. Confronting the
planetary crisis on its own terms requires recognizing critically the social
mediations between human-ecological transformation (e.g. extraction and
pollution), on the one hand, and the social conception and understanding
of the natural environment, on the other—but without conﬂating these two
dimensions. In this regard, the purpose of critical theory is not to posit a positive program for social change but to scrutinize critically windows of possibility opened by structural circumstances and the ways in which structural
circumstances constrain the possibility of meaningful and eﬀective action.
For example, precisely when it became possible to question the ecological
impacts of the capitalist work regime (during the late 1960s), the necessity
of this regime reasserted itself (Postone 1978). As unemployment rates skyrocketed during the 1970s, work became a matter of increasing social necessity. As a response to the crisis, capital was restructured in neoliberal form in
an attempt to reconstitute the underlying structural preconditions for the
capitalist production of value (i.e. the availability of wage labor). Currently,
environmentalism is so thoroughly integrated into the capitalist production
of value that it is virtually indistinguishable from it (see Stoner and Melathopolous 2015, 62–69). An adequate response to the problem will require confronting the crisis of work rooted in the sphere of capitalist production.
Eco-Marxism attempts to incorporate labor into its analysis by subscribing
to the concept of the “environmental proletariat,” but in doing so suﬀers from
many of the same ideological pitfalls.13 The concept of the environmental
13

The concept of environmental working class has its origins in the environmental justice literature. I am
aware of the distinction (and overlap) between the academic and non-academic aspects of the environmental justice movement, though here I only make mention of the academic literature. Martinez-Alier
(2002) advanced the broader category of “environmentalism of the poor,” referring to rural and
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proletariat contains a positive program for social change by adhering to the
traditional Marxist notion of the class struggle. Here, the deepening of capitalism’s internal contradictions is thought to give rise to an environmental
working class which, in turn, will bring about something akin to what
Foster (2009) calls “ecological revolution.” Yet the prospects for such revolutionary social change seem increasingly dim in light of recent trends such as
deindustrialization, automation and the increasing superﬂuity of labor worldwide. Moreover, a socialist revolution in advanced capitalist societies, such as
the U.S., is highly unlikely in even the most crisis-prone advanced capitalist
societies, since most individuals would resist socialist revolution by all
means available.14 It is implausible that the kind of revolution that would
be required, at the necessary scale, could practically occur, not just at
present, but either for a long time to come, or at all. Considering U.S.’s disproportionate contribution to the problem of global climate change, disregard
for the improbability of ecological revolution in the U.S. is a careless oversight.
While the social and ecological eﬀects of the capitalist production of value
have become strikingly clear in recent decades, the underlying causal process
remains concealed. Indeed, one of Marx’s far-reaching insights was to demonstrate how within capital’s mediated social reality, cause and eﬀect are
inverted. Although capitalist production appears to serve humanity, it is
indeed humanity that serves capitalist production. Perhaps because of this,
the issue of productivism and its relation to the problem of distribution
remains unclear within leftist environmentalism. The left’s orientation
around the climate justice movement, for example, foregrounds the issue of
redistribution (e.g. “carbon debt,” “ecologically unequal exchange,” etc.) but
opposes redistribution predicated on productivism. Productivism is necessarily capitalistic. One cannot overcome productivism without ﬁrst overcoming capitalism. Moreover, without a rigorous examination of the impact of
capitalist production on every aspect of social life, the notion that socialism
indigenous populations in India and Latin America. Since the mid-1990s there has been an explicit connection between the environmental justice movement in the U.S., on the one hand, and the environmentalism of the poor around the world, on the other hand—suggesting the emergence of a global
environmental justice movement (Martinez-Alier et al. 2016). Barca (2012, 62) proposes a “socio-ecological” deﬁnition of environmental working class as “those people who make a living out of physical work
performed in agriculture, industry or service, typically occupying the bottoms of the labor hierarchy, i.e.
the lowest paying, highest risk jobs.” John Bellamy Foster’s use of the concept is informed by his
interpretation of Frederick Engels, who observed the tremendous growth and exploitation of the industrial working class in Manchester, England between 1842 and 1844 (Foster and Clark 2016). Notwithstanding important diﬀerences between Marx and Engels’s works and understandings of capitalism,
today the situation regarding the working class is quite diﬀerent. While exploitation, inequality, and
dehumanization continue to characterize the plight of poor people, key indicators today suggest the
industrial working class may be disappearing, thanks in large part to increases in automation driven
by capitalist production of value.
14
Additional factors related to the improbability of eco-socialism in the U.S. include the power of ideology,
the lack of vision and imaginary, the warped mode of the social, the lack of solidarity except in small
groups, the prevalence of alienation, the absence of a notion of reconciliation, and the resistance to
all constructive eﬀorts by those opposed to them.
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will reconcile the capitalism-nature antithesis by decoupling productivism
from redistribution remains highly suspect.15
In contrast to the traditional Marxist notion of class struggle, understood in
terms of the conﬂict of owners vs. workers, the environmental class struggle
from a Marxian critical theory perspective refers not to conﬂict but to contradiction—namely, the self-contradiction of wage-labor and capital, between
bourgeois social relations and industrial forces of production (Postone
1993, 21–24).16 Overcoming capitalism would also involve a transformation
of capitalist social relations. In particular, the abolition of production
resting on value measured in socially necessary labor time (Marx 1974,
704–705). Within this framework, overcoming capitalism involves a transformation not merely of distribution but more fundamentally, of the mode
of production itself (Postone 1993, 23).

Conclusion
From the perspective of critical theory, ideology is analyzed not in terms of
wrong ideas but by linking it to the contradictions of its social context.
Climate change activists and researchers often fail to recognize critically the
dynamic logic of capital and its impact on politics, technology, and culture.
Indeed, the phenomenon of GCC denial, cannot be adequately understood
solely in terms of wrong ideas. Focusing on the U.S., where ideology has
become a major stumbling block for environmental researchers and activists,
this paper provided a brief discussion of climate change denial and the recent
House Resolution for a GND. I examined how the U.S. political establishment
functions to obscure deeper, underlying social dynamics. Compared to GCC
denial, the House Resolution is certainly a more progressive and rational
approach to confronting the problem. Yet as an ideological expression of
the political mainstream, the GND fails to grasp the dynamic of capital as a
primary driver of contemporary social change. As a result, even progressive
U.S. strategies for tackling GCC appear “too late”; that is, backward-looking
at changes that have already taken place.
What is perhaps less obvious, and often underappreciated by eco-Marxists,
is how the social conception and understandings of the natural environment
is mediated by alienated labor. This social conception includes the wide
15

According to Löwy (2015), although ecology advances a critique of productivism, it has not yet oﬀered a
suﬃcient critique of capitalism, which, in turn, leads to the illusion of environmental sustainability under
capitalism. Löwy attempts to confront this problem by gleaning insight from Walter Benjamin, who, he
contends, advanced a critique of productivist ideology and the socialist exploitation of nature much
earlier, during the 1930s.
16
Whereas traditional Marxism understands the contradiction between the relations of production and the
forces of production as one between the realms of distribution and production, following Marx (1973
[1857/1958], 712, 832), the spheres of distribution and production are intrinsically related with reference
to the capitalist mode of production (see also Postone 1993, 22–23).
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variety of contemporary ecological thought that emerged throughout the
latter half of the 20th century. Such contemporary ecological subjectivity
can only be adequately understood in connection to objective social structure,
including large-scale structural transformations of global capitalism. One of
the peculiar features of the present social-historical moment that bears
directly on our understanding of ecological subjectivity and that has signiﬁcant implications for environmental politics, is an apparent decontextualization in which consciousness and social structure are conﬂated and, as such,
appear identical. The essence of ideology in capitalism is indeed the gap
between the past and the present. Consequently, the emergence of contemporary ecological subjectivity appears to be a straightforward reaction to
the post-WWII spike in societally-induced environmental degradation. Yet,
the discontents expressed by radical environmentalism throughout the
latter half of the 20th century did not transform social structures. In fact,
the exact opposite occurred as the widespread growth of environmental attention and concern appears to be consonant with the increased penetration of
global neoliberal capitalism. An important issue at stake here, as suggested
above, is the failure to recognize the contradictions currently inhibiting
growing eﬀorts to ameliorate societally-induced environmental degradation.
What remains less clear is how environmentalism is part and parcel of
what it is trying to move beyond. From the perspective of critical theory,
one must trace the paradoxical nature of growing environmental attention
and concern amid increasing environmental degradation back to the
dynamic of capital. Critical theory oﬀers a sober analysis and critique of
social reality in this regard. Indeed, the relations between discontents,
climate justice and neoliberalism are not straightforward but rather dialectical. Under capitalism both material-ecological transformation and the social
conception of the natural environment are mediated by commodity-determined labor, and to this extent remain bound to processes of alienation
and reiﬁcation. As science and technology are applied to accelerate environmental degradation in the name of economic growth, the historical potential
of humanity is (re)constituted in alienated form. This observation strongly
suggests the need to rethink the category of labor, which has been a source
of confusion for green thinkers.
In this paper I have argued that the role of critical theory is not to posit a
positive program for social change but to negate the capital wage-labor
relation founded on the continued separation of labor from its conditions
of production. The role of critique is to demystify how humans, through
their labor, have created a reality that increasingly enslaves them (Bonefeld
2001). The critique of ideology allows one to scrutinize critically windows
of possibility opened by structural circumstances and the ways in which structural circumstances constrain the possibility of meaningful and eﬀective
action. In this sense, my consideration of WTR, as a concrete step toward
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overcoming capitalism, highlights the potential for constructive ecological
practice while also considering the barriers that would likely inhibit its actualization. In clarifying the role of critique and critical theory, I advanced an
interpretation of the environmental class struggle not in terms of conﬂict
but rather contradiction—namely, the self-contradiction between capital
and wage-labor, between bourgeois social relations and industrial forces of
production. The political left and right refer not to these sides of the contradiction of capital, but rather to estimations of social potential and possibility
—progressive vs. conservative estimations of freedom. This freedom is determined not according to a formula or strict schema but according to a judgment—aﬀected inevitably by ideology. Just as the contradiction of capital is
not external but immanent to it, left and right are not outside each other
but internally, intrinsically related. Apparent diﬀerences seeming to be unrelated share in a common process—of change. The left inevitably lags conservatively behind this process of change just as the right advances it.
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